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A SALUTE TO VETERANS OF THE
LOWER RIO GRANDE VALLEY
According to Census.gov, in 2019 there were over 32,000 Veterans living in
Cameron, Hidalgo, Starr, and Willacy counties—the majority having served in
the Korea, Vietnam, and Gulf War eras. The Veterans Administration
anticipates these numbers will decline along with the number of active-duty
military service members over the next two decades. Yet, as numbers fall
there are still implications for our region. One important consequence for all
Americans will be that fewer members of the U.S. Congress will have prior
military experience than any other time in history. Additionally, the changing
demographics of our nation towards more racial and ethnic diversity, will be
reflected in a larger number of minority service members, especially non-
white Hispanic Americans. The VA also predicts the number of female service
memberswill increase over the next 20 years.
DR. AMÉRICO PAREDES 
WWII VETERAN
A m é r i c o  P a r e d e s  ( 1 9 1 5 – 1 9 9 9 )  w a s  b o r n  a n d  r a i s e d  i n
B r o w n s v i l l e .  H e  e a r n e d  a n  A s s o c i a t e s  d e g r e e  i n  1 9 3 6  f r o m
B r o w n s v i l l e  J u n i o r  C o l l e g e  ( n o w  T S C ) .  P a r e d e s  w a s  t h e  f i r s t
M e x i c a n - A m e r i c a n  t o  r e c e i v e  a  d o c t o r a t e  f r o m  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y
o f  T e x a s  a t  A u s t i n .  P a r e d e s  w o r k e d  i n  j o u r n a l i s m ,  a n d  u p o n
b e i n g  d r a f t e d  i n t o  t h e  U . S .  A r m y  d u r i n g  W W I I ,  h e  s e r v e d  a s  a
r e p o r t e r  f o r  S t a r s  a n d  S t r i p e s  n e w s p a p e r .  W W I I  p h o t o s  a r e
f r o m  M a n u e l  M e d r a n o ' s  B o o k ,  A m é r i c o  P a r e d e s :  I n  H i s  O w n
W o r d s ,  a n  A u t h o r i z e d  B i o g r a p h y .
CARL CHILTON, JR.
WWII VETERAN AVIATOR & AUTHOR/HISTORIAN
C a r l  S .  C h i l t o n ,  J r .  w a s  i n  c o l l e g e  w h e n  P e a r l  H a r b o r  w a s  a t t a c k e d ,
a n d  i n  1 9 4 2 ,  h e  e n l i s t e d  i n  t h e  U . S .  A r m y  A i r  C o r p s ,  q u a l i f y i n g  a s
a n  a v i a t i o n  c a d e t .  H e  w a s  s e n t  t o  F r a n c e  w i t h  t h e  9 t h  A i r  F o r c e  a s
a  B - 2 6  c o - p i l o t  i n  1 9 4 4  a h e a d  o f  D  D a y .  C h i l t o n  f l e w  s e v e r a l
m i s s i o n s  o v e r  E u r o p e ,  i n c l u d i n g  n i g h t  m i s s i o n s  o v e r  G e r m a n y .
A f t e r  W W I I ,  h e  r e t u r n e d  t o  h i s  s t u d i e s  a n d  b e c a m e  a  l i c e n s e d
a c c o u n t a n t  a n d  b e g a n  t e a c h i n g  a t  B r o w n s v i l l e  J u n i o r  C o l l e g e .
C h i l t o n  i s  a l s o  a n  a v i d  h i s t o r i a n  a n d  p r o l i f i c  a u t h o r ,  h a v i n g
p u b l i s h e d  o v e r  1 5  b o o k s  o n  l o c a l  a n d  r e g i o n a l  h i s t o r y .
DR. HECTOR P. GARCIA 
WWII VETERAN, PHYSICIAN & ACTIVIST
Dr. Héctor Pérez García (1914–1996) was a Mexican-American physician,
surgeon, World War II veteran, civil rights advocate, and founder of the
American G.I. Forum. García grew up in Mercedes and joined the Citizens
Military Training Corps at age 15, a peacetime branch of the U.S. Army for
young people. He attended Edinburg Junior College and later earned
advanced degrees in zoology and medicine (M.D., 1940). In 1942, Dr. García
enlisted in the U.S. Army, served in Europe and North Africa, and received a
Bronze Star and six battle stars for his military service in World War II. His
post-war life was devoted to activism and service. He was the first
Mexican-American to receive the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1984.
Photos from Dr. Hector P. Garcia Papers. Special Collections and Archives,
Mary and Jeff Bell Library, Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi.
SGT.  JOSE MENDOZA LOPEZ
WWII MEDAL OF HONOR RECIPIENT
Sgt. Jose Mendoza Lopez (1912–2005) was born and raised in Mexico by a
single mother. Orphaned at age 8, Lopez made his way alone to Brownsville
by age 13. He hopped trains as a migrant farm worker and boxed
professionally as "Kid Mendoza" (1927-1935) before he joined the U.S.
Merchant Marines. Lopez enlisted in the U.S. Army in 1942 and served in
Weapons Platoon, Company M, 3rd Battalion, 23rd Infantry, 2nd Infantry
Division. On December 17, 1944 near Krinkelt, Belgium, Lopez moved among
exposed positions to cover his unit with heavy machine gun fire to allow
them to regain a defensive position and halt the German advance. After a
brief retirement in Brownsville, Sgt. Lopez rejoined the Army, serving two
tours in Korea and later as an Army Recruiter until 1973. A statue of Sgt.
Lopez can be seen at Veterans Memorial Park in Brownsville.
WILMA "DOLLY" VINSANT SHEA 
U.S. ARMY NURSE & WWII HERO 
Wilma "Dolly" Vinsant Shea (1917–1945) was born in San Benito. She graduated
from San Benito High School and Brownsville Junior College before earning her
nursing certificate in Galveston. In 1942, she answered "The Call", enlisting in
the U.S. Army Nurse Corps and graduating in the first flight-nurse class of the
U.S. Army Air Forces. She flew 30 missions over Europe as a flight nurse with
the 806 Medical Air Evacuation Squadron evacuating countless wounded
soldiers. Dolly was killed during her 31st mission in a plane crash over
Germany on April 14, 1945—just a few months before the end of the war. A
hospital in San Benito was later dedicated in her honor.
SGT. WILLIAM GEORGE HARRELL 
WWII MEDAL OF HONOR RECIPIENT
Sgt. Will iam George Harrell  (1922-1964) was born in Rio Grande City and
went to high school in Mercedes. He enlisted in the U.S. Marine Corps in
1942. In Iwo Jima, Sgt. Harrell   halted a Japanese advance toward his
Command Post despite suffering the loss of both hands and saber cuts to
his legs. He was presented the nation's highest military decoration by
President Harry S. Truman at the White House "For conspicuous gallantry
and intrepidity at risk of his l ife above and beyond the call  of duty as
leader of an assault group attached to the 1st Battalion, 28th Marines, 5th
Marine Division during hand-to-hand combat with enemy Japanese at Iwo
Jima, Volcano Islands on 3 March 1945." Following his discharge in 1946,
Harrell  worked for the Veteran's Administration, helping other amputees.
ELIGIO (KIKA) DE LA GARZA 
WWII, KOREA VETERAN & CONGRESSMAN
Congressman Eligio (Kika) de la Garza  II (1927-2017) enlisted in the U.S.
Army at 17, serving during WWII. He later enrolled at the U.S. Army Artillery
School and served in the Korean War as a Second Lieutenant with the 37th
Field Artillery Battalion, 2nd Infantry Division. After the war, Kika resumed
his education at Edinburg Junior College and later earned his law degree.
de la Garza was elected to the Texas House of Representatives (1952) and 
 was elected to the U.S. House of Representatives (1964). In 1976 de la Garza
became one of the founding members of the Congressional Hispanic
Caucus. Throughout his service in Congress, de la Garza advocated on
behalf of South Texans, including veterans and their families. 
PFC. FELIPE A. CHAMPION
KOREAN WAR P.O.W.
P F C  F e l i p e  A r n o l d  C h a m p i o n  ( 1 9 3 1 - 1 9 5 1 )  w a s  b o r n  i n  B r o w n s v i l l e ,  e n l i s t e d  i n
t h e  U . S .  A r m y ,  a n d  w a s  a  m e m b e r  o f  C o m p a n y  K ,  3 r d  B a t t a l i o n ,  3 8 t h
I n f a n t r y  R e g i m e n t ,  2 n d  I n f a n t r y  D i v i s i o n .  H e  w a s  c a p t u r e d  b y  C h i n e s e
C o m m u n i s t  F o r c e s  ( C C F )  d u r i n g  a  f i g h t i n g  w i t h d r a w a l  f r o m  C h a n g b o n g - n i
t o  W o n j u ,  S o u t h  K o r e a ,  o n  F e b r u a r y  1 2 ,  1 9 5 1 .  H e  w a s  t a k e n  t o  a  p r i s o n  c a m p
i n  S u a n ,  N o r t h  K o r e a ,  w h e r e  h e  d i e d  o f  m a l n u t r i t i o n  i n  M a y  1 9 5 1 .  I n  M a y
1 9 9 2 ,  t h e  N o r t h  K o r e a n  g o v e r n m e n t  r e t u r n e d  a  s e t  o f  r e m a i n s  r e c o v e r e d
f r o m  a  v i l l a g e  n e a r  t h e  S u a n  p r i s o n e r  o f  w a r  c a m p s .  A d v a n c e s  i n  f o r e n s i c
t e c h n i q u e s  e v e n t u a l l y  a l l o w e d  P F C  C h a m p i o n  t o  b e  i d e n t i f i e d  i n  2 0 1 7  f r o m
a m o n g  t h e s e  r e m a i n s .  
SGT. ALFREDO "FREDDY" GONZALEZ
VIETNAM MEDAL OF HONOR RECIPIENT
Sgt. Alfredo "Freddy" Gonzalez (1946-1968) was born and raised by his
mother, Dolia, in Edinburg. He played football at Edinburg High School and
enlisted in the U.S. Marine Corps Reserve in San Antonio in 1965. Freddy
served two tours during the Vietnam War. He was posthumously awarded
the Congressional Medal of Honor for heroism and he gallantly gave his life
for his country. In 1996, the U.S. Navy commissioned the U.S.S. Gonzalez
(DDG-66) in his honor. Images are from Defense, Dept of - Navy [USS Alfredo
Gonzalez] [1991-1995], 1996, Container: 78, Box: 90, Folder: 15. University of
Texas Rio Grande Valley Special Collections and Archives, Edinburg Campus.
CAYETANO E. BARRERA'S VIETNAM
WAR PHOTOGRAPH COLLECTION
C a y e t a n o  E .  B a r r e r a ,  M . D . ,  w a s  d r a f t e d  i n t o  t h e  U . S .  A r m y  a s  a
C a p t a i n  i n  t h e  M e d i c a l  C o r p s ,  a n d  i n  S e p t e m b e r  1 9 6 6  h e  w a s  s e n t  t o
s e r v e  a t  1 2 t h  E v a c u a t i o n  H o s p i t a l ,  h e a d q u a r t e r s  f o r  t h e  2 5 t h  I n f a n t r y
D i v i s i o n ,  i n  C u - c h i ,  S o u t h  V i e t n a m .  D r .  B a r r e r a  t e m p o r a r i l y  s e r v e d
w i t h  t h e  1 s t  I n f a n t r y  D i v i s i o n  a t  D i - A n  b e f o r e d  b e i n g  t r a n s f e r r e d  t o
e s t a b l i s h  a  s m a l l  E m e r g e n c y  H o s p i t a l  a t  Q u a n - L o i  n e a r  t h e
C a m b o d i a n  b o r d e r .  U p o n  r e t u r n i n g  t o  C u - c h i ,  h e  a s s i s t e d  a t  t h e  7 t h
M o b i l e  A r m y  S u r g i c a l  H o s p i t a l  ( M A S H ) .  D r .  B a r r e r a ' s  c o l l e c t i o n
f e a t u r e s  p h o t o g r a p h s  t a k e n  d u r i n g  h i s  s e r v i c e  i n  t h e  V i e t n a m  W a r
( 1 9 6 6 - 1 9 6 7 ) .
COL. JAMES "NICK" ROWE
VIETNAM VETERAN, P.O.W., & AUTHOR
Col .  James Nicho las  "N ick"  Rowe ( 1938—1989)  was  a   McAl len  nat ive ,
who graduated  f rom McAl len  H igh  School  in  1956 .  Co l .  Rowe graduated
West  Po int  ( 1960)  and  was later  sent  to  V ietnam.  As  a  U .S .  Army
off icer ,  Co l .  Rowe was one  of  on ly  34  Amer ican  Pr isoners  of  War
(POW)  to  escape capt iv i ty  dur ing  the  V ietnam War .  Dur ing  h is  f ive
years  as  a  POW,  Co l .  Rowe kept  a  h idden d iary  to  stay  menta l ly  f i t
despi te  h is  impr isonment  and  torture .  He  advocated  for  Surv iva l ,
Evas ion ,  Res is tance ,  and  Escape  (SEREs)  t ra in ing  to  he lp  others
surv ive  capt iv i ty  and  "return  wi th  honor" .  Co l .  Rowe was assass inated
in  the  Phi l ipenes  in  1989  when h is  vehic le  was  ambushed.
CAPT. ROSEMARY MARINER
 VETERAN & PIONEER COMBAT AVIATOR
B o r n  i n  H a r l i n g e n  C a p t .  R o s e m a r y  M a r i n e r  ( 1 9 5 3 - 2 0 1 9 )  a l w a y s  w a n t e d  t o
b e c o m e  a  p i l o t .  B y  a g e  1 7  s h e  h a d  a l r e a d y  e a r n e d  h e r  p r i v a t e  p i l o t ' s
l i c e n s e .  M a r i n e r  w a s  t h e  f i r s t  w o m a n  t o  e a r n  a n  a e r o n a u t i c s  d e g r e e  f r o m
P u r d u e  U n i v e r s i t y  a n d  w a s  a m o n g  t h e  f i r s t  w o m e n  t o  f l y  j e t s  i n  t h e  U . S .
N a v y .  C a p t .  M a r i n e r  w a s  a l s o  t h e  f i r s t  w o m a n  t o  c o m m a n d  a n  O p e r a t i o n a l
N a v a l  A v i a t i o n  S q u a d r o n  w h e n  s h e  l e d  V A Q - 3 4  ( c a l l s i g n  F l a s h b a c k s )
d u r i n g  O p e r a t i o n  D e s e r t  S t o r m .  L a t e r  C a p t .  M a r i n e r  e a r n e d  a  M a s t e r ’ s
d e g r e e  i n  N a t i o n a l  S e c u r i t y  S t r a t e g y  a n d  s e r v e d  a s  s t a f f  t o  t h e  J o i n t
C h i e f s  a t  t h e  P e n t a g o n .  S h e  r e t i r e d  a f t e r  3 4  y e a r s  o f  m i l i t a r y  s e r v i c e ,  1 7
c a r r i e r  l a n d i n g s ,  a n d  3 , 5 0 0 +  m i l i t a r y  f l i g h t  h o u r s  i n  1 5  d i f f e r e n t  N a v y
a i r c r a f t .  S h e  w a s  i n s t r u m e n t a l  i n  t h e  r e p e a l  o f  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o n  w o m e n
s e r v i n g  i n  c o m b a t .  
RIO GRANDE VALLEY VETERANS
LIBRARY BOOKS & INTERVIEWS
ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEWS
A n t o n i o  L u i s  A y a l a  ( 1 9 1 8 - 1 9 9 4 )  t a l k s  a b o u t  h i s  s e r v i c e  ( 1 9 4 2 - 4 6 )  a n d
a c h i e v e m e n t s  i n  W o r l d  W a r  I I .  M r .  A y a l a  s e r v e d  i n  9 t h  A r m o r
D i v i s i o n ,  f o u g h t  i n  t h e  B a t t l e  o f  B a s t o g n e ,  w a s  h e l d  a s  a  p r i s o n e r  o f
w a r  a n d  i n t e r r o g a t e d  b y  t h e  G e r m a n  S S .  H e  a l s o  d i s c u s s e s  h i s  f a m i l y
a n d  l i f e  g r o w i n g  u p  i n  M c A l l e n ,  T e x a s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  h i s  r e a d j u s t m e n t
t o  c i v i l i a n  l i f e  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  w a r .
E l m e r  C h a r l e s  G a t e s  ( 1 9 0 0  -  1 9 9 4 )  w a s  b o r n  2 0  A p r i l  1 9 0 0  i n  C l a r k s ,
N e b r a s k a .  M r .  G a t e s  s e r v e d  w i t h  t h e  U . S .  A r m y ' s  9 1 s t  D i v i s i o n  a s  a
s e r g e a n t  i n  c h a r g e  o f  W o r l d  W a r  I  i n f i r m a r y .  S u b j e c t s  i n c l u d e  f a m i l y
a n d  f a r m  l i f e  i n  N e b r a s k a ,  w a r ,  a n d  t h e  U . S .  m a i l  s e r v i c e .
R o b e r t  G o n z a l e z  t a l k s  a b o u t  g r o w i n g  u p  i n  W e s l a c o  i n  t h e  1 9 5 0 s  a n d
h i s  t i m e  i n  V i e t n a m  a s  a  s o l d i e r .  H e  d i s c u s s e s  h i s  i n t e g r a t i o n  b a c k
i n t o  A m e r i c a n  s o c i e t y  a n d  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h  V e t e r a n s  A f f a i r s  ( t h e
V A ) .
L e w i s  C a l l i s  ( 1 9 2 0 — 2 0 0 3 )  t a l k s  a b o u t  h i s  c h i l d h o o d ,  h o b b i e s  a n d
t i m e  s e r v e d  i n  W o r l d  W a r  I I .  H e  w a s  t h e  f i r s t  b l a c k  m a i l  c a r r i e r  i n
E d i n b u r g  a n d  s e r v e d  a s  c h a p l a i n  f o r  F r e d d y  G o n z a l e z  A m e r i c a n
L e g i o n  P o s t  4 0 8 .  M r .  C a l l i s  a l s o  v o l u n t e e r e d  h i s  t i m e  t a k i n g  c a r e  o f
t h e  g r o u n d s  a t  R e s t l a w n  C e m e t e r y .
H a r v e y  J a c k  F e r g u s o n  ( 1 9 2 4 - 2 0 0 5 )  t a l k s  a b o u t  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e s  i n
t h e  U . S .  A r m y  A i r  C o r p s  d u r i n g  W o r l d  W a r  I I  ( 1 9 4 2 - 1 9 4 7 )  w h e n  h e
b e c a m e  o n e  o f  t h e  y o u n g e s t  p i l o t  i n s t r u c t o r s  a t  t h e  a g e  o f  1 8 .  
M a r í a  d e l  C a r m e n  S o l í s  b o r n  i n  1 9 1 9 ,  t a l k s  a b o u t  h e r  w o r k  a s  a  f l i g h t  n u r s e
d u r i n g  W W I I  a n d  l a t e r  C h i e f  F l i g h t  N u r s e  i n  t h e  K o r e a n  W a r .  I n t e r v i e w e d
o n  0 2  F e b r u a r y  2 0 1 7  b y  D r .  M a r i t z a  d e  L a  T r i n i d a d  a n d  A n a  S a r a z u a .
